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Ruth Stone, in her paper on "Time in African Music," notes that we have been studying African time for an extended period, but we have only recently begun to take seriously the views of Africans themselves. I agree with this statement. In fact, I would say that we often place too much emphasis in analysis on the sound material alone, spinning out theories about what we hear and what we see in our transcriptions, and we spend too little time digging beneath the surface to discover what the African carriers of the traditions conceptualize and hear. At the other extreme, some of us devote our efforts to other cultural aspects rather than to music and musicians, hoping to find answers elsewhere. Ruth Stone, surveying the literature on African rhythm over the past half-century, notes that at least eight different phenomena have been identified and put forth by researchers as the key to understanding the nature of African rhythm combinations: (1) additive rhythm, (2) the concept of "offbeat," (3) hemiola, both horizontal and vertical, (4) cross and inherent rhythms, (5) the "standard pattern," (6) a standard pattern in the form of timbral pattern, (7) motor pattern, and (8) transaction, by which is meant 58 the specific polyphonic texture created by interlocking parts (as in Kiganda xylophone music), call-and-response playing, or rhythmic hocket in all its varieties.
Nearly all explanations based on these phenomena make sense in one way or another. It is possible to argue forcefully for a unilinear or monochronic reckoning of African time; there is also abundant evidence for a European-like metric explanation in rattle and clap patterns, dancers' motor beats, and the common use of divisive structures. At the same time, the variety of polychronic approaches outlined by Stone can also be applied with ease to much if not most African music. In other words, satisfactory analytical results may be obtained with any of the following approaches: What is more, all of these can be present simultaneously; they can be seen in transcriptions, and for the most part, they can be heard in the music. The basic component of the upper line of this rhythm, even without a second part, provides another example of the possibility of multiple interpretations: it is physically triple, but is it regarded as "sound-sound-rest," "sound-rest-sound," or "rest-sound-sound," or perhaps none of these? Another hemiola interpretation is even possible: 3 n -A further consideration is that hemiola patterns such as those shown here may be placed against asymmetric time lines or other metric schemes imposed by the melodic/rhythmic structure of a piece, dance movements, or other instrumental parts. In such contexts, their identity as hemiola patterns may not be significant at all.
Although we may discuss the common ways hemiola patterns may be perceived or heard, another intriguing question remains: how do African musicians in fact conceptualize a pattern such as hemiola? Does that nearly ubiquitous phenomenon differ in conception from music to music in Africa? This seems unlikely in a group of musical cultures that is homogeneous in so many ways.
Although I don't claim to have the answer, most of my own analysis has been done according to the concept of fastest pulse, and I feel that this is a conceptual structure that works for African music. What we do know generally is that African musicians do not count rhythms. Vertical hemiola, when shown in fastest pulse notation, appears as a six-pulse resultant pattern that is neither twos nor threes. This representation presumably puts us a little closer to a non-counted rhythm-one that is merely felt as a pattern. An analogy may be drawn to the western drumming rudiment known as the "paradiddle:" (See Kete below for an example of fastest pulse notation.)
The paradiddle is never viewed or taught as two separate patterns, one for the left and one for the right, but as a balanced way to play accented groups of four fast pulses. In other words, it is conceived in terms of the resultant pattern.
An important feature of the fastest pulse concept is that it allows for the widest variety of interpretations. The fastest pulse affords the most ambiguous and thus least dogmatic explanation of rhythmic phenomena. Basing analysis on it causes fewer problems than it creates. But fastest pulse probably is not the answer to the question of how African timing is perceived. 2-2-1-2-2-2-1 Fascinating and seductive as these explanations may be, they do not provide an answer to how Africans perceive rhythm. They are not operating principles-they do not actually account for what happens in the music.
This brings me to
I believe that the key to understanding the African perception of musical time is not linked to non-musical thought patterns, social structures, world view, or anything outside music. In trying to account for African timing in music, we will not be helped by delving more deeply into the why of music making-that myriad of phenomena that surrounds and informs a performance of music. As Ekwueme has noted, in a guest editorial for African Music, what we need to do now is to ". . . discover and explain what the African musician does musically instead, merely, of why he does it" (1975:5).
Vague explanations simply will not account for the precision of timing in African music. That is why, for example, the relationship between language and musical rhythm is tenuous. Once language becomes music it is musically timed, and sensitivities other than those having to do with language enter in. At that point, non-linguistic explanations are required. A mnemonic device, for example, may be viewed as a factor in timing or a clue to timing, but it cannot by itself account for timing. The Ashanti form of the standard pattern as used in Kete drumming is taught vocally as "sang si sang sang si sang si:" I.i I/,-1-1 Iol. 1, 1 I This mnemonic indicates the starting point, timing, and timbre, but in order to produce the pattern correctly-whether verbally or on a bell, one must have already learned the Ashanti principles of timing. The same is true of the verbal mnemonic "Wu wo sika do-no" ("Who has the golden donno?"). The rhythmic timing must be applied to the verbal phrase that represents the drum pattern; it is not inherent in it.
Language, calendrical cycles, the complexities of kinship ties, or the attitudes of inter-urban taxi drivers towards the timing of their trips, fascinating though they may be, ultimately cannot account for timing in music. The timing of most African music is extremely precise, and this precision is required for a good performance. Thus any theory advanced as an explanation of this timing must be equally precise. With a precise theory in hand, the next task of the investigator is to attempt to prove that the theory makes some sense to the carriers of the tradition. In addition, we must know at what level the theory operates-i.e., is it a fundamental operating principle or does it account for timing in only a peripheral or non-specific way?
We have been theorizing about African timing for decades. Hornbostel set the stage with his article "African Negro Music," published in 1928. He sought to explain the bewildering accent patterns he heard in early cylinder recordings by theorizing that their timing must be based on the motor accent of tensing the muscle before hitting the drum in addition to the audible accent of the drum stroke itself (1928:53). We have come a long way in our understanding of African rhythm since then, but we still have not reached a theoretically sound bottom line. I would be among the first to admit that I do not know what to write on that bottom line. My intent in this paper has been merely to indicate some guideposts that I feel are important in seeking the answer.
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